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All those with an interest in the relationships between diet and diseases will need no reminder of the major contributions made to the study of Nutritional Epidemiology by Professor Walter Willett and his colleagues. The ®rst edition in 1990 was more than a textbook for the subject in providing an intellectual framework for the development of studies of the relation between diet and long-term health and disease. This second edition continues and extends this contribution and although formally termed a monograph many chapters include contributions from other colleagues in the ®eld.
The new edition both re¯ects the growth in the literature on the topic which has extended the scope of investigations to many different populations and several large studies begun in the 1980s have generated important ®ndings and raised other issues which need to be discussed.
Three new chapters have been added, on the Analysis and Presentation of Data; the applications in Nutritional Monitoring and Surveillance (Tim Byers) and a further case study on Folic acid and Neural Tube Defects. The book is intended, as was the ®rst edition, to provide an introduction to the ®eld and a resource for investigators. It is not intended for the casual reader to ®nd the latest information on what is currently known about diet and disease. A reader with basic statistical knowledge can follow the text but epidemiological terms are not de®ned and non-epidemiologists need to have read an introductory text to gain the major bene®t from the book and several are recommended.
Throughout the book the multivariate nature of the human diet is strongly emphasised and there is a ®rm recommendation when presenting ®ndings to ensure that both foods and nutrient data are used. The essential role of sound up-to-date nutritional compositional databases as key resources is very strongly made.
One of the major problems facing the nutritional epidemiologist is the variability of the human diet and the challenge of obtaining sound food intake data. Dietary intake methods are analysed in considerable detail and very critically over ®ve chapters. Willett's group have made major advances using the Food Frequency Methods and the chapter describing the rationale and basis for this approach are very well presented together with the results of several detailed comparative studies of their validity which have been made since the ®rst edition. These ®ve chapters are ®rmly focused on measuring food intakes in large epidemiological studies, where there are limitations on the range of methods, which can be used.
The chapter by Walter Willett and Meir Stampfer on the Implications of Total; Energy Intake for Epidemiologic Analyses, should be required reading for all those who use epidemiological data. The confounding effects of the co-relations between total food intake, for which energy intake is a good proxy, and other nutrients is one that must be tackled very carefully. This chapter sets out very clearly the arguments for the approaches used by Willett and his colleagues. The dif®culties of measuring food intake have led to an increased interest in biochemical markers of intake and these are discussed in the chapter by David Hunter which includes the results from many studies made since the ®rst edition. The need to focus on those nutrients, which are poorly measured by other methods, is well made and the need to adopt a nutrient by nutrient approach is clearly evident.
The new chapter on Issues In Analysis and Presentation of Data I found very thoughtful and it is important for those involved in using results from nutritional epidemiology in addition to the epidemiologists themselves.
There are now four chapters providing examples of epidemiological studies of speci®c nutrients and these illustrate the techniques which have been discussed at length in the early parts of the book showing very clearly the problems involved and how these have been overcome. These chapters are especially useful because they provide an insight into the nutritional epidemiologist at work; something that most scientists rarely expose to others outside their own disciplines, if at all.
Overall, what I like most about this book is the evidence of humane and very thoughtful scientists at work trying to unravel one of the most complex intellectual problems; the relation between diet and human disease. One can argue against some of the approaches described but you cannot deny that they have been thought through most carefully. No one who has read the ®rst edition will need a recommendation to buy this book but to anyone who has in interest in diet and health and has not, I strongly recommend that they should.
